74               AFTER    THESE    MANY    QUESTS
remember that once an Indian sub-editor, with singular lack of taste, gleefully recorded in a headline: " Sons of toil buried under tons of soil."
Sometimes a sepoy would come in and say "Sheppard sahib salaam do." That meant that Samuel Sheppard, the editor, wanted to see me, sometimes for the purpose of administering a mild rebuke. Sheppard was a dapper product of public school and university, with gentlemanly instincts and fine manners. His immaculately parted grey hair and quiet, cultured voice were the keys to his character. I think I offended him by not "dropping a card" on him in the conventional manner, but I had developed a streak of obstinacy over this card-dropping business. Nevertheless, he was a man of outstanding generosity and when I left the Times of India gave me the finest testimonial I have ever had or am ever likely to have.
Once Sheppard suggested that I should spend the night in a haunted house somewhere in the suburbs with a view to writing a screamingly funny story about it. In the sunbaked office when he unfolded the idea it made me fairly quake with laughter, but when shades of night enveloped that eerie Eastern city it did not seem nearly so comic. I enlisted the aid of Sirur, in whose company I thought I should be able to cope better with Hindu spooks. He agreed, but, I thought, did not seem particularly keen.
We went of I' in a taxi, he metaphorically holding my hand, but we had singular difficulty in finding the house that Sheppard had described. At last I began to get slightly irritated, relishing this performance less and less. I insisted that we must find a haunted house of some kind. At last Sirur said he had found the place, a large stucco building, empty and falling into decay. We reconnoitred the dirty, echoing rooms cautiously, distastefully. Then Sirur closely questioned the night watchman, finally translating to me: "He says that some people say this house was haunted but others say that there were cases of plague here." Sirur was a good psychologist. I said : " You know, I don't believe this is the house that Sheppard meant. Let's go." We retired, in some disorder, and I hud a hot bath. The haunted house story was never written.